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Ten Portraits in Sound of Beethoven’s Leonore
Stephen Hastings sjhastings@libero.it
Abstract: The most technically difficult opera arias are not always the most profound in meaning, but in
Leonore’s solo from the first act of Fidelio the vocal hurdles closely mirror the moral and psychological challenges
of Beethoven’s heroine. This essay offers unprecedented in-depth analysis of six audio recordings and four video
recordings of this scene, covering a ninety-nine-year timespan. These ten portraits in sound reveal how some of
the most talented singers of their respective eras measured up to the challenges of one of the greatest of all
operatic scores, achieving a highly individual expressive merging of words, music, and—in some cases—gesture.
Keywords: Beethoven, Fidelio, soprano, aria, musical interpretation, vocal technique, opera, historical recordings,
performance practice, appoggiatura, mordent, vibrato, Lilli Lehmann, Lilly Hafgren, Lotte Lehmann, Kirsten
Flagstad, Martha Mödl, Gré Brouwenstijn, Christa Ludwig, Elisabeth Söderström, Karita Mattila, Waltraud
Meier

Though structurally rooted in the late eighteenth century, the large-scale recitative and aria
assigned to Leonore in the first act of Fidelio is decidedly forward-looking in its emotional
specificity. Its unique communicative urgency is strongly felt even in the original score
performed in Vienna in November 1805 and then (after a certain amount of rewriting) in
March 1806. Considered a failure at the time, Leonore (as that score is now known) has been
recorded several times, but comparison with the same aria as revised in the definitive Fidelio—
which enjoyed an immediate success at its 1814 premiere, quickly becoming a cornerstone of
the German operatic repertoire—confirms the absolute superiority of the latter version,
which benefits from the composer’s masterly refashioning of the music, prompted in part by
Georg Friedrich Treitschke’s rethinking of Joseph von Sonnleithner’s libretto.1 Leonore’s solo
has long represented one of the greatest interpretative challenges for German-speaking
sopranos (even the relatively light-voiced Elizabeth Schwarzkopf made a recording of it)2
and—in spite of perennial complaints about the uncompromisingly instrumental quality of

This essay has been extracted from an ongoing work in progress, Nineteenth-Century Arias in Performance: a book
dealing with the most significant audio and video recordings—dating from the 1890s to the present day—of
seventy widely recorded arias.
1. Winton Dean, “Beethoven and Opera,” in Fidelio, ed. Paul Robinson (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), 22–50.
2. Elizabeth Schwarzkopf, soprano, “Abscheulicher” (EMI CDH 7 63201 2, 1955). Two years earlier, in 1953,
the German soprano had sung the entire role in three concert performances in Switzerland.
Hastings, Stephen. “Ten Portraits in Sound of Beethoven’s Leonore.” Music & Musical Performance: An International Journal. Issue 2, article 4
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the vocal writing3—those challenges were thrillingly met by a good number of twentiethcentury singers, some of whom (Helene Wildbrunn, Frida Leider, Rose Pauly, Birgit Nilsson,
Leonie Rysanek, Régine Crespin, Gwyneth Jones, and Hildegard Behrens) are mentioned only
briefly here for reasons that have more to do with the internal logic of this survey than with an
objective hierarchy of merit. And the sheer strength of the performing tradition in the original
language made it necessary to omit compelling renditions by Regina Resnik in English and
Galina Vishnevskaya in Russian. Like Florestan’s act 2 solo, this portrait in sound stands apart
from the rest of the nineteenth-century repertoire in requiring the singer to confront the vocal
challenges with a degree of moral tension that is unique to Beethoven and that can only be
transmitted if the singer achieves complete spiritual identification with the plight of the
character.
PERFORMER

Lilli Lehmann
Lilly Hafgren
Lotte Lehmann
Kirsten Flagstad
Martha Mödl
Gré Brouwenstijn
Christa Ludwig
Elisabeth Söderström
Karita Mattila
Waltraud Meier

YEAR

1907
1920
1927
1950
1953
1958
1963
1979
2000
2006

RECORD

Odeon 50356, 80006/07
Gramophone 65583
Odeon O-8721
EMI 7 64901 2
EMI 7 64496 2
Melodram 50075
Arthaus Musik DVD 101 597
Arthaus Musik DVD 102 307
Deutsche Grammophon DVD 072 052-9
Medici Arts DVD 2072498

Example 1. Recordings of Leonore: “Abscheulicher!/Komm, Hoffnung.”

The solo begins with one of the most consonant-clotted nouns ever to open an
accompanied recitative, “Abscheulicher!”—its two central syllables descending starkly across
a diminished-seventh interval. This expression of abhorrence is not however unprepared, for
it releases a pent-up sense of outrage provoked by Pizarro’s plan to murder the prisoner
Leonore rightly believes to be her husband Florestan—an outrage which reaches bursting
point in the rapid sforzando string introduction to the recitative itself. And the very length of
that noun—in Leonore’s only extended opportunity in act 1 to lower the mask of disguise and
reveal her true feelings and aspirations—demonstrates that this is a woman in whom intellect
and emotion are closely interconnected. She follows up immediately with a series of
questions: scornful at first and brusquely punctuated by the orchestra; then softening into a
realization that while Pizarro is totally possessed by anger and hatred, she herself feels
illuminated from above by a rainbow that calms her senses. The transition here to C major
speaks eloquently of the spiritual enlightenment of this courageous wife, who has adopted the
3. “The singer must in this song reduce her individuality to that of an organ stop” was the typically
exaggerated comment of the English critic Henry Chorley. Chorley, Thirty Years’ Musical Recollections (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1926), 38.
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disguise of a man (Fidelio) in the hope of rescuing her husband. And the centrality of E major
(the key of the overture) in the aria itself—a prayer to hope followed by an unwavering
resolution to bring comfort to the imprisoned Florestan—confirms the single-mindedness of
her vision. She is not the typically passive operatic heroine who simply reacts to injustice with
self-pitying supplications, but one who acts with inspired determination. Her recitative (which
replaced the different musical setting of a shorter text heard in the 1805 Leonore), Adagio, and
Allegro con brio (which achieve a new directness of expression in the definitive 1814 score) is
closely bound together in a manner that transcends the apparently conventional structure of
the scene, based on the classical three-part Italian model (recitativo accompagnato, cantabile,
and allegro) that would continue to be widely utilized throughout the first half of the
nineteenth century. Here the intermingling of thought, emotion, and intuitive understanding
lends a rare psychological concentration to the time-honored formula, and Beethoven allows
no interruption in the melodic flow as Leonora passes from one state of mind to another. The
scales and arpeggios featured in the Adagio and Allegro con brio may look on the page like
mere vocal flourishes, yet their function is never decorative (as often seems the case in
Leonore), for they translate into sound the imaginative strength and inner drive of the
character. Their characteristic ascensional impulse (reinforced by the accompanying horns
and bassoon) lends aural solidity to the sublimity of feeling that distinguishes Leonore from
the mainstream of operatic heroines.
Yet to the average listener a similar aspiration to the sublime, strongly linked to an ideal of
self-sacrificing marital love (“Gattenliebe”), might seem remote or even alienating. “To a
modern psychologist,” wrote Wilhelm Furtwängler in 1950, “the love of Leonore for her
husband must appear completely abstract or purely theoretical.”4 It is up to the singer, in fact,
to bring the character close to the listener, which is hardly what happens in the first complete
recording of this scene, made in Berlin by Lilli Lehmann in June 1907, with a much-reduced
and poorly recorded orchestra. Yet the German soprano—born in Würzburg in 1848, just
thirty-four years after the première of Fidelio—was perhaps the most widely admired Leonore
of the late nineteenth century (revered by many in Vienna, London, and New York) and in a
very real sense can be said to be closer to Beethoven than any other interpreter of the role on
disc. Although three other sopranos recorded the Adagio “Komm, Hoffnung” earlier in the
decade—Pelagie Greeff-Andriessen in 1901,5 Lucie Weidt in 19046 and Elsa Bland7 in 1906—
they were all much younger than Lehmann. And while her relative closeness to the composer
in chronological terms hardly compensates for the lack of freshness and generosity of tone
(qualities that the first interpreter of the part, Anna Milder—who was twenty in 1805 and
twenty-nine in 1814—certainly possessed),8 one stylistic feature does distinguish Lehmann
from many of her successors: the regular embellishment of feminine line endings with
4. A 1948 Salzburg program note republished in the booklet of the recording of Beethoven’s Fidelio, EMI
7 64901 2.
5. Pelagie Greeff-Andriessen, “Komm, Hoffnung” (Berliner B 43083, 1901).
6. Lucie Weidt, soprano, “Komm, Hoffnung” (G&T 043048, 1904).
7. Elsa Bland, soprano, “Komm Hoffnung” (Columbia 12703, 1906).
8. “You have a voice like a house!” Haydn is reported to have said to her. Thayer’s Life of Beethoven, ed. Elliot
Forbes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), 383.
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appoggiaturas in both the recitative and aria, a feature of early-nineteenth-century
performance practice9 that was often neglected in the first decade of the twentieth century
when Lehmann made her recording. The soprano Blanche Marchesi, who was at the height of
her career in that period, recalls the surprise of the eminent conductor Hans Richter when she
herself added appoggiaturas in a performance of this solo, following the example of Henriette
Sontag, Beethoven’s first soprano soloist in the Ninth Symphony and Missa Solemnis, whom
her mother Mathilde (the famous singing teacher) had heard in the aria many years earlier.10
Lehmann’s disc thus offers documentation of Aufführungspraxis some ninety-seven years
before Bärenreiter published an Urtext edition of the vocal score with appoggiaturas
suggested by the editors, Helga Lühning and Robert Didion, in nearly all the places where
Lehmann inserts them (she gets no mention in their preface).11 The issue is complicated,
however, by our awareness that Beethoven bent musical conventions robustly to his very
specific expressive needs in a manner that was quite foreign to contemporary Italian
composers. He often wrote out appoggiaturas in cantabile movements, and the question of
whether other embellishments should be added to the vocal line remains controversial, as
later recordings of the solo demonstrate. What Lehmann—who apparently modelled her
interpretation on that of Pauline Viardot12—does make clear is that the inclusion of unwritten
appoggiaturas (nine in all: more than those employed by any other singer featured here),
renders the line more elastic—and more feminine in inflection—without necessarily
compromising its tensile strength.
It may seem strange that this dedicated interpreter,13 instead of singing, in the Adagio, first
“erhell’ mein Ziel” (illuminate my goal) and then “erhell’ ihr Ziel” (illuminate their goal,
referring to “die Müden”: the weary), should adopt the latter wording twice, but this repetition
is in fact a feature of Joseph von Sonnleithner’s original text set to music in the 1805 Leonore.
And since it can also be heard in the recordings by Greeff-Andriessen, Kirsten Flagstad, and
Martha Mödl (not to mention Sena Jurinac with Otto Klemperer),14 it seems probable that
Lehmann’s variant was the result not of a momentary failure of memory but of a consolidated
performing tradition. The definitive text is preferable, however, for it reinforces our
impression that Leonore is thinking aloud rather than repeating words mechanically.
In other respects, Lehmann’s is not a particularly surprising or involving interpretation,
although one is naturally impressed by her ability to traverse this very challenging monologue
with such confidence at the age of fifty-eight.15 Her tempos are never eccentric: Beethoven’s
status as a revered classical composer—Helga Lühning writes that it is “a high and almost a

9. Will Crutchfield, “Voices: The Classical Era,” in The New Grove Handbooks in Music: Performance Practice,
Music after 1600, ed. Howard Mayer Brown and Stanley Sadie (London: The Macmillan Press, 1989), 429–32.
10. Blanche Marchesi, Singer’s Pilgrimage (London: Grant Richards, 1923), 258–59.
11. Beethoven, Fidelio: Vocal Score, ed. Helga Lühning and Robert Didion (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2004), 84–93.
12. See the reminiscences of Viardot’s pupil Anna Eugenie Schoen-René in America’s Musical Inheritance—
Memories and Reminiscences (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1941), 189.
13. She even wrote a book on the opera entitled Studie zu Fidelio (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1904).
14. Otto Klemperer, conductor, Fidelio, Op. 72 (Testament SBT2-1328, 1961).
15. She sang the role for the last time at the Vienna State Opera three years later.
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moral aim to remain true to the work”16—seems to have discouraged singers from the
generous use of rubato heard in many coeval recordings of romantic music. Only in GreeffAndriessen’s 1901 disc of part of the Adagio is an audaciously slow tempo employed with great
rhythmic freedom: an interesting approach that would have been less easy to achieve with an
orchestral rather than a piano accompaniment. Lehmann surpasses her Viennese colleague in
the ease of her upper register and fluency of vocalization (both of her top Bs are reached
comfortably, and the passagework is fleetly, if sometimes hectically, dispatched, with the long
run in the final measures of the Allegro con brio unbroken in its course) and has a better
developed chest register (indispensable for the descents below the staff) than some of her
successors in the role. In between, however, the voice withstands little pressure and the notes
around the lower and upper register breaks (F s and G)17 sound threadbare or raw in forte
passages. The English critic and singing teacher Hermann Klein—who admired this
recording, considered Fidelio Lehmann’s finest role, and heard her sing it several times when
she was still in her prime—defined her as a soprano sfogato, “having in the head register a thin
yet ethereal quality which she used to bring down into the medium as well, until it dropped
naturally and often suddenly into the chest tone. This equalization of the scale downward
explained her ability to sing for long periods without fatigue.”18 His description corresponds
fairly well to what we hear on the disc, but it has to be admitted that her largely vibrato-free
head voice sounds squeezed rather than freely floated on the column of air. (In her rather
complicated book, Lehmann claimed to pay “special attention to emitting the smallest
possible amount of breath.”19) As a result, the words, though often vigorously articulated, lack
inner vitality, and the portamentos—which she executes scrupulously, adding a couple that
are not indicated by slur markings in the score—are hardly spontaneous in effect. Although
one must take into account the severe loss of overtones that voices like hers were subjected to
in acoustic recordings, it is clear that she was unable to achieve the strong binding of phrases
even in non-legato passages that is possible with a freer emission. And it is hard here to
imagine her singing this music “tenderly as well as vigorously, with rapture as well as
resolve”—as Hugo Wolf (often critical of Lehmann) described her first Viennese performance
of the role in 1885.20
Eduard Hanslick—a sincere admirer of the soprano—noted, in the same year, that
Lehmann’s “refined artistic schooling” greatly outweighed “strong immediacy of feeling”:21
two qualities that, on disc at least, appear in much better balance in the Swedish soprano Lilly
Hafgren—trained in Frankfurt and Milan—whose 1920 interpretation brings the character of
16. Beethoven, Fidelio, ed. Lühning and Didion, VIII.
17. There has long been debate as to whether classically trained female voices have two or three registers. In
the nineteenth century the three-register theory prevailed, and it certainly seems applicable here to Lehmann’s
voice.
18. William R. Moran, ed., Herman Klein and the Gramophone (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1990), 327–28.
19. Lilli Lehmann, How to Sing, trans. Richard Aldrich and Clara Willenbücher (New York: Macmillan,
1924), 11.
20. Henry Pleasants, ed., The Music Criticism of Hugo Wolf (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1978), 109.
21. Eduard Hanslick, Hanslick’s Music Criticisms, ed. and trans. Henry Pleasants (Harmondsworth, Middlesex:
Penguin Books, 1963), 242.
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Leonore before us with exceptional vividness. She is helped, of course, by greatly improved
recording techniques (the orchestra here, though still reduced in size, acquires a musical
dignity of its own) and also by her age (she was born in Stockholm in 1884). Her still-youthful
voice is emitted with a spontaneity and freshness of timbre (in spite of its often-somber
coloring) that permit an urgent delivery of every word. This is true to such an extent that her
substitution of “wo eilst du hin?” with “Was hast du vor?” in the opening recitative, resulting
in her asking the latter question three times in a row, sounds like an inspired improvisation
rather than a clumsy slip of memory. And overall Hafgren meets the psychological demands
of the scene to a degree that will rarely be equaled afterward. The voice is not enormous in
size—although she progressed, in the Wagnerian repertoire, from Eva and Elsa to
Brünnhilde—but possesses a fullness and freedom of tone throughout the range which the
heroic coloring of Beethoven’s orchestral writing—where three horns feature prominently in
an obbligato accompaniment—surely demands. The descents below the staff are achieved
with easy, unaggressive chest resonance,22 while the middle register can range from vigorous
density to rarified translucency, creating an atmosphere of suspended time in “So leuchtet mir
ein Farbenbogen” in the recitative, where the voice mirrors the blended hues of the
accompanying woodwinds. Here there is less technical calculation than in Lehmann’s
performance, but a more naturally musical effect (Hafgren—like Lehmann—was a good
pianist and studied her roles alone) and the final lines of the recitative are fully savored for
poetic meaning, with a pensive portamento joining “mein” and “Blut” at the end, where the
silence of the orchestra encourages freedom with note values (Lehmann, too, lengthens the
sixteenth note here). The upper register is fearless and lustrous, and although the singer does
not linger on the culminating top B in the Allegro, she includes (unlike most interpreters) the
A that follows before descending to the tonic,23 where she repeats the final E rather than
leaning onto the note by means of an appoggiatura. This grace note is eschewed throughout
the scene (except, of course, where written in by Beethoven), and although this lends Leonore
a less specifically eighteenth-century character (the action takes place in a prison near Seville
around 1780), it suits the bold frankness of the reading. Hafgren indeed makes Beethoven’s
vocal writing, often criticized for its awkwardness or purely instrumental quality, sound
psychologically right at all times. The ascending chromatic and diatonic scales lend a real
sense of uplift to the much-repeated “erreichen” in the Adagio and, when the composer
challenges the singer by extending the scale to top B, one has a clear perception of the
imaginative scope of Leonore’s willpower: her ability to achieve what she sets out to do. And,
in the subsequent two-octave-arpeggio descent to the B below the staff, Hafgren follows
tradition (as do all other sopranos featured here), taking a breath on the way down (justified
by the very length of the melisma and the fermata on the F s) and repeating the word
“erreichen” to lend greater finish to the end of the phrase. She avoids doing the same at the
22. This well-established term usefully describes a sensation shared by singers and audiences, even though its
scientific exactness has been questioned. Johan Sundberg, “Where Does the Sound Come From?,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Singing, ed. John Potter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 231–47.
23. In the Simrock vocal score published in 1815, this note, rather than the top B, is highlighted by means of a
fermata.
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end of the Adagio, however, where a pause for breath is less justified. Equally striking is the
energy with which she digs into the awkward low Es in “Ich folg’ dem innern Triebe” at the
beginning of the Allegro con brio and the inevitability with which she invests the wide
intervals and florid passagework that repeatedly highlight the words “der treuen
Gattenliebe”—without ever slowing the pace to make the going easier. It is, quite rightly, the
soprano, rather than the anonymous conductor, who seems to set the tempo throughout. At
the same time, the sudden stillness of the G-major section (“und süssen Trost dir bringen”)
suggests genuine spiritual communion with Florestan.
It is hardly surprising that Hafgren was invited to sing the German repertoire at both La
Scala24 and the Teatro Costanzi in Rome, for her free-flowing voice is more characteristic of
the Italian than the German school. And although her phrasing does not have the total poise
and long-breathed smoothness denoting a classical bel canto technique (in the Adagio she
interrupts the first statement of “den letzen Stern der Müden nicht erbleichen” to take a
breath) and the rare incisiveness of her verbal articulation is sometimes achieved at the
expense of legato, only Lotte Lehmann and Martha Mödl, among the singers featured here,
equal her ability to make us feel the full emotional impact of every word through purely vocal
means.
For those who do prefer a more classically poised approach, the disc made four years later
by the slightly older Helene Wildbrunn25 (described by Lord Harewood in Opera on Record as
“the best of the acoustics”)26 or Frida Leider’s famous 1928 electrical recording27 may offer
greater satisfaction, but the only other version from the 1920s that can compare with Hafgren’s
in terms of freshness of tone and immediacy of feeling28 is Lotte Lehmann’s 1927 recording
conducted by Manfred Gurlitt, made in the centennial of Beethoven’s death, about eight
months after her debut in the role (on March 31) at the Vienna Staatsoper. There is no
recitative here, unfortunately, and the Berlin orchestra is unremarkable, but the electrical
recording lends exceptional presence to a voice of rare beauty and unique communicative
directness. Her reading matches Hafgren’s in its urgency but goes one step further, lending an
even stronger emotional resonance to individual words. The nouns “Liebe” and “Müden,” the
adjective “fern,” the verb “komm,” and the pronoun “du” are all vividly alive, evoking a clearly
defined physiognomy and enabling us to share Leonore’s imaginative life at the deepest level.
This ability has much to do with the singer’s capacity for feeling, but the responsiveness of the
voice as an emotionally expressive instrument is equally decisive. Lehmann is not the only
soprano here to invest the word “Liebe”—featured five times in the Adagio—with particular
warmth, slowing the tempo and building a crescendo when the first syllable is sustained for
more than a whole measure. Yet in her case the emotional impact is strengthened by a
broadening of vibrato achieved much in the manner of a string player, for Lehmann’s is one of
24. At La Scala she sang Brünnhilde in Italian in 1925–26 and 1930, led by conductors Ettore Panizza and
Siegfried Wagner.
25. Helene Wildbrunn, soprano, “Komm, Hoffnung” (Gramophone 72802, 1924).
26. George Harewood, “Fidelio,” in Opera on Record, ed. Alan Blyth (London: Hutchinson, 1979), 127.
27. Frida Leider, soprano, “Komm, Hoffnung” (Electrola D1497, 1928).
28. The justly celebrated 1927 recording by Rose Pauly—Parlophone P.9179—displays the latter quality, but
not the former.
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those voices that seem to be able to vary the vibrato at will, while the warm caress of her
diction makes us more aware than with any other singer that this word often coincides with a
return to the tonic and therefore represents the emotional keystone of the whole scene. No
Leonore on record is more loving than this one.
The German soprano—who was thirty-nine at the time—also surpasses Hafgren in the
strength of her legato. Although her relatively short breath spans—a technical defect that she
never overcame—force her to break some phrases (including the one at the end of the Adagio)
that the Swede sings without interruption, she demonstrates how a strong emphasis on
consonants (witness the eloquent initial k in “komm” and the much-repeated ch sounds: softer
and more drawn out than in any other performance here) can reinforce, rather than weaken,
the binding of vowels within a phrase. The portamentos written by Beethoven become an
integral part of the expressive mood of the Adagio: a prayer to hope (“Hoffnung”) in which
that abstract concept seems to acquire a tangible presence. It really sounds as if Leonore’s life
depends on every word that is uttered, and her repetition of “erhell’ mein Ziel” (instead of the
written “erhell’ ihr Ziel”) in mm. 60–61 seems to reflect the intensely personal character of her
prayer—although in this case (unlike Lilli Lehmann’s similar “error”) there is no textual basis
for the variant. The almost breathless intensity of the soprano’s verbal articulation explains
why dynamics lean more toward forte than piano, with no sustained use of the mezza voce. In
the score there are in fact no dynamic markings in the vocal line, and although the indications
for the orchestra offer useful hints, they should not necessarily be respected by the singer in
every phrase. The opening of the Allegro con brio—“Ich folg’ dem innern Triebe”—needs to
be attacked with a certain vigor (and Lehmann undeniably achieves this): here the piano in the
instrumental parts is surely designed to guarantee the voice sufficient audibility on the
multiple low Es, a tricky note for a soprano. Lehmann’s voice in fact sounds healthy and easily
produced throughout the two-octave range (from the B below the staff to the one above it) and
we are never aware of any awkward technical maneuvers, although in the Allegro the soprano
has to slow down to cope with the wide-ranging pairs of eighth notes in “mich stärkt die
Pflicht der treuen Gattenliebe” and takes a conspicuous breath between the two ascending
scales leading to the final cadence. The top B is radiant, however, and she approaches the
conclusive E by means of a heavily weighted appoggiatura that lends the ending an emotional
effusiveness that contrasts with Hafgren’s baldly heroic resolution. And nine years later, in a
shortwave radio broadcast of a Salzburg Festival performance under Arturo Toscanini on
August 16, 1936,29 she retains the appoggiatura but otherwise executes the penultimate
measure of the vocal part almost exactly as printed in the score, where the top B is followed by
an arpeggio ascent to an A before resolving on the tonic30—only that these notes are in fact
transposed half a tone downward (as is the whole scene beginning with the words “der
spiegelt alte” in the recitative). Beethoven writes ad libitum above this cadence—suggesting
that an alternative cadenza (there are fermatas on both the B and the A) could be inserted if
29. Arturo Toscanini, conductor, Fidelio Act I (House of Opera 4096, 1936).
30. This conclusion can also be heard—in the original key—in performances by Rose Bampton in Toscanini’s
NBC recording of the opera in 1944 and Marilyn Horne in the 1966 recital disc Souvenir of a Golden Era, Decca
968252.

Ten Portraits in Sound of Beethoven’s Leonore

9

one wished—but it is rare indeed for a singer to introduce a personal flourish here and most
prefer to sing the simplified version of what is written (with the B followed—via the leading
tone—by the return to the tonic), which is undeniably effective if the risky top note turns out
to be sufficiently resounding. The live broadcast with Lehmann is in poor sound, but once
again verbally vivid, with more gently tapered phrasing in the Adagio, where the soprano
establishes a stronger contrast between the thirty-second and sixteenth notes in the long
upward scale: a contrast highlighted also by Greeff-Andriessen and Wildbrunn. The recitative
is sung with great vigor and beauty of tone, with all the appoggiaturas in place and a
portamento linking the first two syllables of “Farbenbogen”: an image (of a rainbow) that
naturally benefits from a binding effect.
There are no unwritten portamentos in Kirsten Flagstad’s recordings of this scene. (She
was always a rather literal-minded singer.) Nor, in spite of her limpid pronunciation of the
text, is her word-painting anything like as vivid as Hafgren’s or Lotte Lehmann’s. Yet it was
the Norwegian soprano who dominated the role internationally from the late thirties to the
early fifties and the reasons are very clear in the 1950 Salzburg Festival broadcast, where the
soloist is recorded at a greater distance than in her earlier and later Met airchecks (1936–51) but
reveals an exceptional musical empathy with Wilhelm Furtwängler (arguably the finest
Beethoven conductor of the twentieth century) and the Vienna Philharmonic: an ideal
orchestra for this music. The performance the conductor draws from the soprano is less rich
in dramatic contrasts than the one she gave at the Met under Bruno Walter in 1941,31 but
Walter—who probably considered Lotte Lehmann his ideal32—felt that Flagstad’s Leonore
remained “emotionally unconvincing”33 in spite of his guidance, while Furtwängler seems to
encourage the soprano to follow her own instincts and glorify the monumental quality of the
voice within an orchestral framework of rare majesty and depth. Conductors have always
played a central role in the success of Fidelio performances, and it is no coincidence that most
of the finest twentieth-century maestros are featured in the discography of this masterpiece.
Yet their contribution to the overall impact of Leonore’s aria is rarely decisive: it really is the
singer here who makes the difference (although a fine orchestra with a noble brass section
certainly helps). Furtwängler is the exception that proves the rule: he not only reveals an
intuitive understanding of the singer’s expressive needs (her own husband—though hardly a
hero—had died in prison not long before) but exploits her unique qualities to lend an allencompassing breadth to this great solo.
The conductor slows down significantly even during the Allegro agitato introduction to
the opening recitative in order to prepare for Flagstad’s monumental “Abscheulicher!,” and
the questions that follow are characterized by a sculpted definitiveness of utterance, enhanced
by the drawn out pauses between the phrases which allow plenty of time for verbal meanings
to register. The Adagio is not in truth very much slower than Lilli and Lotte Lehmann’s
performances (both of which last six seconds less than Flagstad’s), yet the unforced volume
31. Bruno Walter, conductor, Fidelio (WHRA-6008, 1941).
32. Walter first conducted Lotte Lehmann’s Leonore in Berlin in 1927.
33. A letter from Walter to Rudolf Bing, dated November 29, 1949 and quoted in Paul Jackson, Sign-Off for the
Old Met (London: Duckworth, 1997), 43.
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and serene beauty of this voice—singers of generations as wide apart as Geraldine Farrar and
Joan Sutherland34 described it as the finest they ever heard—create the illusion of a much
slower tempo, totally reassuring in its psychological rightness because it is intimately
connected with the prodigious breath spans of the soprano, who effortlessly encompasses
phrases that her colleagues have to break into two or three segments. Particularly impressive
in this sense are the second setting of the words “sie wird’s erreichen” in the Adagio, with its
broad arpeggio ascent followed by a rising chromatic scale, and the two most challenging
settings of “der treuen Gattenliebe” in the Allegro con brio, involving rapid downward leaps to
B s below the staff followed by differently articulated ascents to the upper F s. In a very real
sense Flagstad serves the score in these passages as well as any other singer, although the
emotional impact of the words is seldom very specific. This is ascribable in part to a deficiency
of imagination, but also to the soprano’s eschewing of chest resonance, indispensable to lend
extra bite to notes below the staff. The head register too is not called fully into play, and
although both top Bs are perfectly in tune and not unattractive in sound, they remain slightly
anticlimactic in effect—and this is true of the final B even in Flagstad’s earliest recordings of
this music.35 One has the impression in fact that the middle register of this phenomenal voice
was so richly endowed, wide-ranging, and remarkable in amplitude—even the low Es of “ich
folg’ dem innern Triebe” resonate splendidly—that the singer did not really have to worry
about developing the other registers: “I was born with a voice already placed,” she is quoted as
saying in a 1940 interview. “Don’t ask me anything about voice production, for I simply don’t
know.”36
Without three properly developed registers and a strong temperament at her disposal,
expressive contrasts are inevitably diminished: she makes little of the sudden slowing of pace
and softening of tone (in the accompaniment Beethoven writes colla parte and pp) when
addressing Florestan in the Allegro con brio. Yet while personal statements emerge rather
neutrally, the classical poise and grand scale of Flagstad’s performance, combined with an allembracing femininity of timbre, lend the music a universality that undoubtedly corresponds
to the spirit of the libretto as revised by Treitschke. And the musical dialogue with the fine
horn players in the orchestra proves richly satisfying on its own terms, creating a feeling of
shared resolve that goes beyond our literal understanding of the words.
It causes something of a shock to pass from the still-radiant vocal beauty of a fifty-fiveyear-old Flagstad to the veiled, even murky sound of a forty-one-year-old Martha Mödl in
Furtwängler’s studio recording of Fidelio made in Vienna three years later. Yet it is in some
ways a salutary shock, reminding us that the most moving Leonores are not necessarily the
sopranos with the finest timbres or techniques. In the nineteenth century the most
overwhelming interpreter of the role was Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient, whose performance
was much admired by (an admittedly very deaf) Beethoven in 1822 and changed the course of
34. After first hearing her as Sieglinde in February 1935, Farrar, a pupil of Lilli Lehmann’s, described Flagstad
as “the greatest singer I have ever listened to in my life” (see Nigel Douglas, Legendary Voices [London: André
Deutsch, 1992], 77). Sutherland named Flagstad in answer to Ira Siff, “What’s the Greatest Voice You’ve Ever
Heard?,” Opera News 64, no. 3 (September 1999): 52.
35. Including her decidedly placid commercial recording of the solo made in 1937 (Victor 14972).
36. Lanfranco Rasponi, The Last Prima Donnas (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), 81.
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Wagner’s life37 a few years later. But when Henry Chorley heard her in London in 1832, he
noted “an air of strain and spasm throughout the performance.”38 There is a similarly effortful
quality to Mödl’s singing: the voice often seems sluggish in movement and one is aware of a
gravitational pull on the highest notes (the first top B in particular starts out flat before
adjusting to the right pitch).39 Yet the technical recalcitrance of the instrument (originally a
mezzo-soprano) is exploited with rare emotional intelligence by the singer to convey an
awareness of the sheer enormity of the challenge that Leonore faces, while the diction
maintains a nobility appropriate to this well-bred heroine. The sense of weariness conveyed
by the soprano in the Adagio (where this feeling becomes explicit in “den letzen Stern der
Müden”) is psychologically entirely plausible, while the almost reckless abandon that
accompanies the final measures of the Allegro con brio is not unworthy perhaps of SchröderDevrient. And in spite of the effort involved, Mödl’s upper register rings out more thrillingly
here than Flagstad’s (both singers—like Christa Ludwig, Elisabeth Söderström, Karita Mattila,
and Waltraud Meier in later recordings—insert an appoggiatura in the final cadence but add
no embellishments in the rest of the scene). Furtwängler’s approach remains unchanged in its
spacious tempos and stratified depth of feeling (the Vienna Philharmonic is once again in the
pit), but he responds with biting orchestral accents to the incisiveness of Mödl’s diction in the
recitative: no other soprano on disc lends such tragic vehemence to the compound noun
“Tiger-sinn” or invests the concept of “Menschheit Stimme” (the voice of humanity) with such
rapt intensity. And the description of a stormy sea in “Doch toben auch wie Meereswogen”
acquires an unprecedented vividness when not only the orchestral but also the vocal coloring
evokes the turmoil within Pizarro’s soul. Although Mödl’s breath spans are consistently
shorter than Flagstad’s (and she is forced, like Lotte Lehmann, to pull on the brakes when the
going gets rough in the Allegro con brio), she makes a virtue of this in “so leuchtet mir ein
Farbenbogen” in the recitative, where the intake of breath after “mir” conveys a real sense of
wonder in contemplating the rainbow. And she too uses a portamento to bind the syllables of
that long noun together. The other great moment in this performance comes at the beginning
of the Allegro, where both the verb “folg’” and the adjective “innern” acquire a sincerity and
strength of utterance that energize the listener as well as the character herself: the duple time
(2/4) acquires a march-like momentum here. The relatively close miking of Mödl’s voice in
what was in fact the first long-playing edition of Beethoven’s opera makes it clear—in
comparison with the theatrical broadcast relayed from the Theater an der Wien the day
before the recording sessions started—how a studio recording sometimes offers a more
detailed aural image of a character than can be captured live in an opera house.
It was Mödl who was given the honor of inaugurating the rebuilt Vienna Staatsoper in 1955
with a new production of Fidelio, but in vocal terms the finest Leonore of those years may well
have been the Dutch soprano Gré Brouwenstijn (1915–1999), as a 1958 performance at the
Teatro Colón in Buenos Aires under Sir Thomas Beecham seems to bear out. The recording
37. Richard Wagner, My Life, trans. Andrew Gray (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 37.
38. Chorley, Thirty Years’ Musical Recollections, 39.
39. Both top Bs are more successful in the radio broadcast deriving from the theatrical performance on
October 12, 1953: Beethoven, Fidelio (Archipel ARPCD 0181-2).
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itself is a bit crackly and the relative distance of the radio microphone means that single
syllables register less crisply than in her studio rendition of the aria immortalized in 1966.40
But in this case the slight loss of vocal presence is compensated for by the intensely theatrical
aura that impregnates the performance as a whole and which if anything is enhanced by the
occasional lack of synchronization between stage and pit: for Brouwenstijn and Beecham are
clearly at one in their feeling for the drama. The soprano’s voice seems light for the role—like
Lotte Lehmann, she was a Sieglinde rather than a Brünnhilde, and there is none of the tragic
density of sound we hear in Mödl’s performance—yet she sang the opera regularly from 1949
to 1971, and the character she conjures up here is singularly prepossessing in her humanity: at
once totally determined and utterly feminine. Her technique seems impressively complete.
The reserves of breath are less prodigious than Flagstad’s but more than adequate for the
needs of the score, and the phrasing is gratifying in its musicality (if one excepts a momentary
alteration in note values at the beginning of the Adagio), bound together by an all-embracing
legato and enriched by an appreciable variety of dynamic modulation, particularly in the final
section of the Adagio. The voice—which derives extra vitality from a distinctive vibrato—is at
all times perfectly sustained on the breath and can thus be maneuvered with absolute
freedom (Brouwenstijn never conspicuously falsifies vowel sounds to facilitate emission) and
appreciable agility. And although chest resonance is only used sparingly on the lowest notes,
all three registers of the voice are brought into play. The quality of her portamento-reinforced
legato—superior to that of any other soprano featured here—and the ease of her soft singing
make the floated piano phrases in the recitative and Allegro particularly magical. And while
the opening of the Adagio is arguably less striking than Birgit Nilsson’s Stockholm
performance with Sixten Ehrling recorded the following year41—where the Swedish soprano
creates a rare intimacy of atmosphere with her sustained mezza voce—the overall effect of
Brouwenstijn’s performance is more satisfying. Her strength lies not in single showy effects
(that would contrast with the ethical integrity of the character) but in the overall variety and
spontaneity of her approach. Like Hafgren, she inserts no appoggiaturas, but this decision was
probably determined not by ignorance of period practice (the use of this embellishment was
already a much-debated issue during the 1950s) but by an instinctive feeling that it would
undermine the heroic strength of the line. Her younger colleague Maria Callas, who had sung
the role in Athens in 1944, made precisely this point in a Juilliard master class: “to my mind it
is cleaner and more dramatic to sing the end as written.”42 And one could point out that in the
final cadence Beethoven underpins the first E of “(Gatten)liebe” with the same note in the
bassoon, third horn, and string parts and that throughout the aria he introduces the raised
pitches where he most strongly feels the need for them, as in some settings of “erbleichen,”
“erreichen,” and “Liebe” in the Adagio and “dringen” in the Allegro con brio. It is also worth
considering Frederick Neumann’s well-argued conclusion—in reference to the Mozart
repertoire—that “appoggiaturas are improper for any words, emotions, or thoughts that are
40. Gré Brouwenstijn, soprano, Gré Brouwenstijn zingt Beethoven [“Fidelio”], Verdi en Puccini”
(HMV 5C 053-24324, 1966).
41. Birgit Nilsson, soprano, Fidelio (Caprice CAP 22052, 1959).
42. John Ardoin, Callas at Juilliard (London: Robson Books, 1987), 38.
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better represented by angularity than roundness: heroism, imperiousness, terror, defiance,
steadfastness, and the like.”43 For all these reasons it seems appropriate to evaluate singers’
choices in this area purely on the basis of the expressive results, which in Brouwenstijn’s case
are decidedly convincing.
Two years before Brouwenstijn’s Buenos Aires performance, the East German director
Walter Felsenstein made the first-ever film of Beethoven’s opera,44 notable for Nicolaus
Hayer’s atmospheric black-and-white cinematography in what looks like an authentically
Spanish setting. Leonore is played by the fine French actress Claude Nollier, dubbed in the
soundtrack by the versatile Hungarian soprano Magda Lázsló, yet the artificiality of the lipsynching effect undermines the impulsive spontaneity of feeling that is so typical of this
character. Felsenstein was clearly aware of this problem and presents much of Leonore’s solo
as an interior monologue (with no lip-movements), but the most riveting section is in fact the
opening of the recitative, where lip-synching is attempted (although Leonore quickly turns
her back to the audience as she crosses the prison courtyard) and the vehemence of the verbal
outburst is reinforced by conductor Fritz Lehmann’s precipitous tempo—about twice as fast
as Furtwängler’s here, but equally convincing in its own way.
When next filmed, in 1963, the musical performance was recorded live on the stage of the
Deutsche Oper Berlin, and the leading role was taken by the thirty-five-year-old mezzosoprano Christa Ludwig, who attempted a few soprano parts in the second decade of her long
career. Unlike Mödl, she shows no signs of vocal unease. The voice, though less individual in
its beauty than Lotte Lehmann’s or Flagstad’s, is handsome, powerful, and wide-ranging,45
with no conspicuous technical limitations in this music. Her phrasing is classically poised
throughout, and the exultant final measures of the Allegro con brio are delivered with
formidable ease and ringing tone, the facial expression suitably radiant. Being conceived for
television, the film is in black and white, and the bare set and apparently austere period
costume designed by Wilhelm Reinking reflect the almost self-punishing sobriety of visual
tastes prevalent in post-war Germany. The film was made after the live recording, but Ludwig
appears to be singing (and breathing) along with the soundtrack, so that the artificial
synchronization of sound and images is barely noticeable even in the well-lit close-ups rightly
favored by the stage and screen director Gustav Rudolf Sellner. Ludwig makes only minimal
gestures, avoiding any traditional operatic poses, although she does bring her hands together
for the prayer-like “Komm, Hoffnung,” where she makes us more aware than any other singer
of the comma separating the verb from the noun, not by pausing between the words but by
attacking “Hoffnung” much more softly than “komm”––a truly soulful effect inspired by the
dynamics in the string accompaniment: a crescendo followed by a pianissimo. Her
interpretation—very well accompanied by the veteran conductor Artur Rother—reveals
throughout a respectful reading of the score, and the actress holds our attention effortlessly.
43. Frederick Neumann, Ornamentation and Improvisation in Mozart (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1986), 215.
44. Fritz Lehmann, conductor, Walter Felsenstein, director, Fidelio (Arthaus Musik 101 301, 1956).
45. These qualities are matched by Régine Crespin, in a Klemperer-led concert performance of the aria
recorded in Paris the following year (Laserlight Classics 14 263).
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Yet, as with Flagstad before her, Ludwig seems to lack the total identification with Leonore’s
plight that is needed to bring the character compellingly to life in every phrase. And her very
obedience to the score sometimes betrays a lack of imagination. Since there are no slur
markings in “so leuchtet mir ein Farbenbogen” in the recitative, she avoids any legato and
therefore fails to conjure up the image of the rainbow (although she closes her eyes to suggest
the strength of that inspiration). Her voice acquires moreover no extra warmth when she
addresses Florestan (“O du”) in the Allegro con brio. Ludwig is understandably careful (she
was risking a lot by taking on this soprano role) not to sacrifice her vocal equilibrium in any
way, and tone quality ultimately takes precedence over diction. Vowels are more
conscientiously “covered” than by Brouwenstijn in the upper register and she is more sparing
than Hafgren or Lotte Lehmann in her use of chest resonance. And while her visage has a
puckish charm that suits rather well the androgynous identity of the character, the range of
facial expression—with its occasionally pouting projection of vowels and a hint of
mischievousness in the charming smile—does not entirely coincide with the single-minded
idealism of this noble heroine. Overall one is left with the impression of a singer doing a
highly professional job as an actress rather than really living the part.
Some performers who were much acclaimed for “living” their roles—such as Leonie
Rysanek, Gwyneth Jones, and Hildegard Behrens—arguably convince more in video than in
sound recordings, and unfortunately only Jones was featured in a film of Beethoven’s opera
(once again based on Sellner’s Deutsche Oper production, revived in 1970). Yet although she
looks stunning in Ernst Wild’s color photography,46 in this case the use of a pre-recorded
soundtrack drains her acting of its musical spontaneity. Television cameras can however, like
studio microphones, capture a wealth of expressive detail that normally eludes spectators in a
large opera house. And such details prove particularly telling in the Glyndebourne Festival
performance led by Bernard Haitink, and televised in color, in 1979. The action is set once
again in the eighteenth century, but Peter Hall’s direction is more faithful than Sellner’s to the
stage instructions in the score and John Bury’s set decidedly picturesque in effect—as is the
soprano’s costume, topped off by a handsome hat. And Elisabeth Söderstöm responds to this
setting with an equally detailed portrayal of Leonore. Like her fellow Swede Lilly Hafgren, the
soprano—a youthful-looking fifty-two at the time—draws very specific inspiration from the
words. And far more than Ludwig, she seems to believe totally in what she is saying. She too
has a distinctive face, but there is nothing flirtatious about it. The impression is one of deep
seriousness: of absolute, uncompromising honesty. And this ethical quality—one of the
defining features of the character—is perceptible in every verbal inflection and gesture. The
singing is brave and bold and, like Lotte Lehmann’s, relatively full in its sonorities even in soft
passages, matching in this respect the noble roundness of the obbligato horn accompaniment.
In the recitative the opening phrases, well bound together, convey sadness rather than
bitterness and the image of the rainbow emerges as the culmination of a coherent line of
thought rather than as a sudden contrast: the inwardness of her smile and shining eyes here
suggest the rich inner life of the character. Haitink, conducting the London Philharmonic,
keeps the music moving in the Adagio, presented once again as a prayer, with Leonore sitting
46. Gwyneth Jones, soprano, Fidelio, (Deutsche Grammophon 00440 073 4438, 1970).
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simply on a doorstep. There is even less trace of the prima donna here than in Ludwig’s
performance (the male disguise seems to color the character’s feelings even in soliloquy), and
Söderström rivals Lotte Lehmann in the vibrancy of her sustained “Liebe,” while the
melismatic passages are delivered with a frank directness that disguises the technical skill
needed to bring them off. Rather than appearing “instrumental,” Beethoven’s writing seems to
respond here throughout, and in the most direct possible way, to the totally human impulses
of the character. And the honesty of Söderström’s approach is demonstrated also by the
scrupulous clarity of her vowel sounds and the unsparing vigor with which she attacks—now
standing bareheaded and center stage—“Ich folg’ dem innern Triebe,” looking straight into
the camera with a smile that speaks of a resolve that is shared generously with the audience
rather than setting the character apart as an unapproachable heroine. And in the G-major
section she bends over a manhole in the courtyard that leads directly to the dungeon and
infuses the slower phrases with a vulnerability that continues to accompany her in the final
part of the Allegro, where she clutches her hat to her breast as if to seek the extra strength
needed to carry her task to completion. Her singing remains nobly colored to the end (there
was no need for her to force her voice thanks to the compact dimensions of the old
Glyndebourne auditorium), although she breathes before the final A in the long run leading
to top B, creating a slight rhythmic blip before landing securely on the dominant. In an Italian
opera of the same epoch a similar interruption in the line would seriously compromise the
listener’s aesthetic pleasure. In Beethoven those final scales do not simply reinforce the
meaning of the word set to music (“Gattenliebe”) but represent a metaphor of the physical
effort required to remain true to that ideal. As a result, the imperfect execution is transformed
into a heartwarming expression of humanity.
While Peter Hall’s Glyndebourne staging of this scene is fundamentally self-effacing—he
simply provides a congenial framework within which Söderström’s interpretative skills can
flourish without impediment—Jürgen Flimm (together with scenographer Robert Israel and
costume designer Florence von Gerkan) exerts strong control over the action in a television
broadcast live from the Metropolitan in 2000. And what emerges during the monologue
corresponds as much to the director’s conception of Leonore as to Karita Mattila’s. The
disadvantage of this approach is that we become aware of the presence of a controlling mind
that threatens the spontaneity of the theatrical illusion (the impression that the action is
unfolding for the first time before our eyes) and renders Leonore a less spiritually integrated
human being than she appears in the score—although some might argue that she becomes
psychologically more interesting as a result, particularly since Flimm’s conception seems
made to measure for the physique and personality of the forty-two-year-old Finnish soprano.
The action is set in an unspecified Western nation in the central decades of the twentieth
century and Leonore is dressed in quasi-military attire, with her cropped hair lending a boyish
firmness to her features. No other Leonore on video—not even Anja Silja47 or Anja Kampe48—
appears as convincingly male in gait and gesture during this aria. Leonore is not however a
straightforward Hosenrolle in which a female singer portrays a man, and it seems strange
47. Günther Rennert, director, Fidelio [DVD] (Arthaus Musik 101 275, 1968).
48. In Deborah Warner’s season-opening production at La Scala, televised by the RAI on December 7, 2014.
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that—even though the character is alone and unobserved—“Komm, Hoffnung” should be
delivered by Mattila while slumped on a chair with her legs splayed (Lotte Lehmann observed
that in the first part of the aria the soprano singing the role “should be completely Leonore
and not at all Fidelio”49). Yet Mattila’s tour de force as an actress is compelling to observe here,
and Flimm was no doubt aware of how strongly audiences can be stirred by skillful crossdressing. This Leonore is also hyperactive. On entering, she rushes to the door through which
Pizarro has just exited, as if she felt inclined to pursue him. Her voice during the recitative is
lighter in hue than is usually the case: we get the impression of a character thinking aloud
rather than declaiming theatrically. And the compulsive action that accompanies these
opening phrases suggests a degree of neurosis or dissociation that is arguably not out of place
in this twentieth-century setting—although it finds no real motivation in the music. While
evoking the stormy ocean, this Leonore busies herself with two revolvers: the action is wellsynchronized with the rhythm of the music but does not exactly cohere with the verbal
imagery. And the calming vision of the “Farbenbogen” hardly fits with a character who seems
intent on putting those weapons to use (although Leonore/Fidelio will of course draw her
pistol in defense of Florestan in the second act). The singing itself has a silvery beauty to it—
conveying a real sense of calm at the end of the recitative (where Mattila takes off her
jacket)—while the face consistently betrays the character’s weariness and Angst even during
the energizing Allegro: an intriguing contrast that will no doubt satisfy those who feel that
Beethoven’s heroine is overidealized. At the same time there is surely something slightly
mean-spirited in this desire to cut her down to size, investing her with psychological traits that
derive from the director’s very personal vision of the character rather than allowing us
untrammeled access to Leonore’s wholeness and lucidity of spirit. During the Adagio the
soprano’s vowel sounds are unusually open (the lower register is a bit weak) and at times it
may seem as if the voice lacks proper support. Yet Mattila’s breath spans are longer than any
singer’s since Flagstad. The phrase incorporating the chromatic ascent is unbroken and the
diatonic scale that follows is delivered with radiant softness (conductor James Levine follows
Beethoven’s tempo indication more literally than Haitink) and crowned by a prolonged top B.
And no other singer here manages the transition—accompanied by a typically Beethovenian
sfp (sforzando piano) marking in the string accompaniment—from “Sei’s noch so fern” to “die
Liebe” in mm. 62–63 with such a magical softening of tone and slowing of pace. The Allegro
con brio is less persuasive: the opening Es fail to match the accompanying brass in density of
sound and the action is inconclusive at times. Leonore empties her rucksack and then fills it
up again, although she does pause for a moment to gaze at a photo of Florestan (“O du”) and
then open the manhole leading to the dungeon for a decidedly anguished “Könnt ich zur
Stelle dringen” in mm. 112–14, with a portamento joining the last two syllables of the phrase.
The fermata here suggests that these notes could be more elaborately embellished, but none
of the singers in this survey take advantage of that option.50

49. Lotte Lehmann, My Many Lives, trans. Frances Holden (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1948), 123–24.
50. One singer who does embellish here, by adding a mordent, is the Slovak soprano Gabriela Beňačková,
encouraged by Charles Mackerras (Telarc 80439, 1997).
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Like Mattila and many of the other interpreters featured here, Waltraud Meier has been a
regular risk-taker in terms of repertoire: an inclination that surely facilitates understanding of
a character as daring as Leonore. Yet she has paid a price for her self-sacrificing absorption in
the part. Although only fifty when she appeared in Pier’Alli’s production at the Palau de les
Arts “Reina Sofia” in Valencia in 2006, the voice was no longer as fresh and focused as it had
been eight years earlier when she made her Chicago debut in the role—especially when heard
at full volume in declamatory passages, where a certain amount of hot air escapes in the lower
octave. And as with Mödl—another German mezzo whose expressive instincts led her
irresistibly to this score—the two top Bs are not reached effortlessly, although they certainly
fulfill their climactic function. The voice however is still maneuvered with considerable
technical skill and surpassing musicality (the piano singing is quite lovely and the sixteenthnote run at the end of the Allegro con brio is delivered in one breath), while the interpretative
artist appears quite uninhibited by any vocal difficulties. The whole scene is in fact one of the
finest demonstrations imaginable—thanks in part to the sympathetic support of Zubin Mehta
and the Orquestra de la Comunitat Valenciana—of how vocal phrasing can be backed up by
an equally musical and poignant projection of movement, gesture, and facial expression.
Rather than applying—as Mattila does—acting techniques that derive from the straight
theater, Meier employs a more traditionally operatic expressive vocabulary which is closer to
the spirit of dance than to the spoken theater: a vocabulary which is enormously flexible in
response to the ways in which music alters our perception of passing time, accelerating and
slowing the pace of the action to a degree (and with a frequency) otherwise unachievable on
the stage. One example comes when the tremolo in the strings first prepares us for the
metaphor of the stormy sea: here the singer paces the stage clockwise as if to absorb the
rhythm of the waves before describing them. Another comes in the poco sostenuto that
concludes the same recitative, where the alert immobility of the singer is as musical in
inspiration as her mesmerized intonation of “der blickt so still.” In praising SchröderDevrient, Wagner stated: “all my knowledge of mimetic art I owe to this grand woman; and
through that teaching I can point to truthfulness as that art’s foundation.”51 We have exactly the
same impression with Meier—who responds more faithfully than Mattila and more sincerely
than Ludwig to the emotions of a woman outraged by the evil around her and incapable of
lowering herself to the level of Pizarro. The moral tension she conveys is as strong as
Söderström’s, only that this Leonore’s capacity for love seems more universal, all-embracing,
and contagious. We have the impression of an artist who is capable of exposing her inner soul
without reserve and the bare simplicity of the production—including a period costume that
allows the femininity of the character to register strongly within the male attire—proves ideal
for such a charismatic singer. She has the courage to raise her arm skyward when evoking the
rainbow, following it with her gaze and compelling us to believe in the reality of the image.
And “Komm, Hoffnung” is treated unequivocally yet unsentimentally as a prayer (she drops to
her knees in the second phrase): the movements are minimal and each one intensifies our
concentration on the vocal line and the meaning of the words (uttered with consistent
51. Wagner, Actors and Singers, trans. William Ashton Ellis (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1896),
219–20.
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eloquence). And the eyes are directed—as is often the case in nineteenth-century operatic
lithographs—toward the upper (and most responsive) part of the auditorium. In the Allegro
con brio Meier simply stands at the front of the stage with her hands open by her side: here,
too, her strongly-lit visage reveals all and invites total identification with Leonore’s feelings.
Of Schröder-Devrient Wagner observed that “she knew how to use her breath so beautifully,
and to let a true womanly soul stream forth in such wondrous sounds, that we never thought
of either voice or singing!”52 Once again, this is precisely what happens with Meier. And
although womanliness may seem an old-fashioned concept today, it was undoubtedly central
to Beethoven’s understanding of the character (Lotte Lehmann describes her as “the most
feminine of women”53) and in this performance it becomes central to our understanding of her
as well. Today’s operatic propaganda often induces us to believe that a character conceived in
the distant past needs to be updated to become relevant to our lives in the twenty-first
century, but this video reminds us that the most potent emotional discoveries occur when we
the audience is transported back in time and regains access to layers of feeling that have been
rationalized away in our everyday existence. And the above survey suggests that this effect is
achieved most potently not by celebrating the formalism of the Classical style, but by filling
the structures that Beethoven inherited with a startling immediacy of feeling—with words
that ignite our imaginations here and now.

52. Ibid.
53. Lehmann, My Many Lives, 120.
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